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Sermon:
“The Journeys We Traveled”
By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich Ph.D.

My dear friends,

Today we begin the fifth and final book of the Torah, known in Hebrew as 
Devarim—the Book of Words. In Greek, it is called Deuteronomy, meaning "the 
second law," because it revisits and reinterprets the events and teachings of the 
previous three books.

As Moses stands on the threshold of the Promised Land, he recounts Israel's long 
journey through the wilderness. He reflects on both the triumphs and the failures of 
the past forty years. With dramatic power, he recalls, "We set out from Horeb and 
traveled through that great and terrible wilderness that you saw" (Deuteronomy 
1:19).

Yet Moses also reminds the people of God's constant presence and compassion:

"And in the wilderness, where you saw how the Eternal your God carried you, as 
one carries a child, all the way that you traveled until you came to this place." 
(Deuteronomy 1:31)

What a beautiful image—a parent cradling a beloved child through life's most 
difficult terrain. Even in moments of fear, doubt, and uncertainty, God never 
abandoned them.

But Moses is not simply reminiscing. He is teaching.
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He does not speak only of victories. He also reminds the Israelites of their mistakes
—their lack of faith, their complaints, their missed opportunities, and the 
consequences of their choices.

Why?

Because a nation cannot mature without honest self-reflection.

As the Israelites prepare to become an independent people in their own land, 
Moses teaches that spiritual growth requires the courage to acknowledge our 
failures. As the saying goes, "Failure is our greatest teacher." Devarim reminds us 
that only by owning our mistakes can we continue to grow as individuals and as a 
community.

It is no coincidence that Devarim is always read before Tisha B'Av, the day on 
which we mourn the destruction of both Temples in Jerusalem. During the Nine 
Days leading up to Tisha B'Av, we observe customs of mourning that keep alive 
the memory of one of the darkest periods in Jewish history.

Judaism has never believed that remembering the past is about living in the past.

Rather, remembering gives us the wisdom to shape the future.

Our history—both its moments of glory and its moments of heartbreak—forms the 
foundation of who we are today.

That message feels especially relevant as our nation commemorates 250 years 
since the founding of the United States.

As we celebrate the extraordinary achievements of American democracy, we also 
recognize that our history includes painful chapters. Slavery scarred our nation's 
soul. Segregation denied justice to millions. Women were denied the right to vote 
until the twentieth century. Even today, we continue striving to fulfill the promise 
of liberty and justice for all.
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Patriotism does not require us to ignore our failures.

Rather, genuine love of country calls us to acknowledge them, learn from them, 
and work together to build a more just and compassionate society for future 
generations.

There is a well-known story about Napoleon Bonaparte.

While traveling through Europe during his military campaigns, he came upon a 
Jewish community gathered in mourning. Hearing their cries and lamentations, he 
asked his officers what tragedy had occurred.

They replied, "The Jewish people are mourning the destruction of their Temple."

Napoleon asked, "When did this happen?"

His officers answered, "Nearly two thousand years ago."

Napoleon was astonished. He is said to have replied:

"A people who can mourn the loss of their Temple for two thousand years will 
surely merit to see it rebuilt."

Whether historically accurate or not, the story captures a profound truth.

The Jewish people have survived because we remember.

We remember not to remain trapped by sorrow, but because memory gives us 
purpose. Memory teaches resilience. Memory inspires hope.

Tisha B’Av, although it is our saddest day of the year, the Talmud refers to it as a 
mo'ed—a sacred appointed time, a festival. Our tradition even teaches that the 
Messiah is born on Tisha B'Av.

At first glance, this seems like a contradiction.
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But perhaps it is teaching us one of Judaism's deepest truths: that within every 
moment of destruction lies the possibility of renewal; within every heartbreak, the 
seeds of redemption.

When we honestly remember the pain of our past, we gain the wisdom and the 
determination to build a better future. As the Sages said in the Jerusalem Talmud 
(Yoma 1:1) “They said, any generation in which it is not rebuilt is debited as if it 
had destroyed it.”

As we read the words of Moses this Shabbat, may we remember the journeys that 
have shaped us—not only as Jews, but as Americans, as families, and as 
individuals. May we learn from our failures without being defined by them, 
celebrate our blessings with gratitude, and continue our journey with courage, 
compassion, and hope and we merit to see the rebuilding of Jeraselm and our 
Temple speedily. And let us say: Amen!
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